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“Coherence” generally refers to the relationships that link the ideas in a text to create 
meaning for the readers. It has often been considered as a vague and complicated 
concept. In spite of the complex nature of coherence, it has aroused great interest 
among the linguists and writing researchers. Currently, there are mainly two different 
orientations in the study of coherence: text-based and reader-based. Some linguists 
claimed that it is the writer who constructs and orders the information in the first place. 
In this sense, coherence can thus be defined as a feature of the text. However, more 
recent psychological and pragmatic researches have suggested that coherence is not 
irrelevant to the reader’s interpretation and that it depends on successful interaction 
between the reader and the text. In other words, the text and the readers both have a 
role to play in the construction of coherence.  
 
Considerable amount of research has been conducted on the issue of coherence over 
the past few decades, there are, however, few theories proposed that can be practically 
applied to the teaching of writing in terms of improving coherence in students 
compositions. 
 
For the two reasons mentioned above, this paper has taken coherence as a research 
issue and aims at improving student writing through using the concepts of the 
Given-new Contract and Topical Structure Analysis as tools to revise the draft. The 
Given-new Contract, also known as the known-new contract, refers to a linguistic 
phenomenon that most often the given information is found at the beginning of a 
sentence, while the new tends to follow afterwards, and the new information of a 
sentence often becomes the given of the subsequent sentence. Topical Structure 
Analysis refers to the study of topical development in a text by examining semantic 
relationships between sentence topics and the discourse topic. 
 
It has been proved by previous studies that in English, the given information tends to 
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expectation of the reader, enabling the reader to process information more efficiently 
from sentence to sentence and creating reader-based coherence. In this sense, the 
contract can well connect the information between sentences and establish local 
coherence as a result. Nevertheless, a coherent text requires coherence not only at the 
sentence level but also at the text level. For this reason, Topical Structure Analysis is 
adopted to investigate the topical development of a whole text by employing three 
major topical progressions: parallel, sequential and extended parallel. 
 
The primary focus of the present paper is to find and analyze the various devices that 
can help to keep the Given-new Contract for realization of coherence at the sentence 
level. It also aims at verifying the topical progression proposed by earlier scholars and 
accounting for the varied topical progression used in different texts. 
 
For such research purpose, the present paper focuses on the discussion of devices at 
two levels: lexical and syntactic. Lexical devices include repetition, referential 
pronouns, substitution, conjunction and words of other semantic relations. Syntactic 
devices include passivization, cleft-sentences and propositional phrases. The paper also 
elaborates on the specific use of topical progressions, such as parallel, sequential, 
extended parallel and extended sequential progression in different types of writing. 
 
Through the analysis of the specific devices to maintain the Given-new Contract and 
the discussion of the use of topical progression in different types of writing, the present 
study has verified the effective use of these two tools. Moreover, it has further 
explored their applications to the EFL writing and provides a new perspective to the 
studies of teaching writing. 
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Coherence is an essential quality of good writing, yet it is something difficult to learn 
and to teach. EFL teachers in the writing classroom tend to refer to “coherence” in 
abstract terms and do not make much effort to explain and to teach it, or if they do, 
they would only encourage students to use cohesive devices to establish coherence 
between sentences. As a result, EFL students have a rather fuzzy and incomplete 
understanding of textual coherence, always feeling puzzled on how to write a coherent 
article. Such problems arising in the teaching and learning coherence can be ascribed 
to the fact that coherence itself is complicated and cannot be simply defined. So far, 
“there is little consensus on the matter of an overall definition of coherence” (Grabe 
and Kaplan, 1996: 67). 
 
The early attempts to study coherence emphasized the importance of sentence 
connections and paragraph structure, and coherence was defined simply in terms of 
sentence-level connectedness and paragraph unity (Icy Lee, 2002). However, with the 
emergence of the studies in discourse analysis in the 1960s, especially the development 
of text-linguistic research, the focus of the study on coherence has shifted from the 
sentence-level to the discourse-level. Ever since then, the study of coherence has been 
closely related with the notion of “text”, which has significant implications for the 
study of writing. 
 
Nils Erik Enkvist (1990) in Coherence in Writing: Research and Pedagogical Perspectives 
identified seven problems in the study of coherence: (1) the relation between cohesion and 
coherence; (2) messages and metamessages; (3) inference in interpretation; (4) relevance 
of situational context; (5) receptor knowledge and degrees of interpretability; (6) text 
strategies, text categories, and patterns of exposition and argument; and (7) strategy, 
structure, and process. All these seven problems in the study of coherence verify the fact 
that coherence of a text concerns far beyond the surface signals between sentences; it is 
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In spite of its complicated nature, coherence has always been of interest to many 
researchers for a long time and as a result, various theories have been proposed to 
describe and analyze the coherence of either spoken discourse or written discourse. 
Among these theories, some have been quite influential; especially Halliday and Hasan’s 
Cohesion in English (1976), which has aroused great interest in the study of coherence 
among linguists over the past few decades. (e.g., de Beaugrande, R. & Dressler, W. 1981 
van Dijk 1977, Kintsch & van Dijk 1978, Connor 1984, Enkvist 1985)  
 
In line with the study of coherence in linguistics, coherence is also of increasing interest 
to writing experts and writing researchers, as the concept of coherence in writing has 
traditionally been accepted as a vital part of writing research and teaching writing. 
 
Theory and research on writing have experienced two stages of development: the 
product-centered and the process-centered. The product-centered research “stressed 
expository writing, made style the most important element in writing, and maintained 
that the writing process is linear, determined by writers before they start to write” (Ulla 
Connor, 1987: 677). The process-centered research, on the contrary, “focuses on 
writing processes; teaches strategies for invention and discovery; considers audience, 
purpose, and context of writing; emphases recursiveness in the writing process; and 
distinguishes between aims and modes of discourse (e.g., expressive, expository, 
persuasive, and description, narration, evaluation, classification)” (ibid.). In the second 
approach to teaching composition, writing is considered as a recursive process, 
students are encouraged to revise their writing product (Connor and Farmer, 1987).  
 
In regard to the approaches to the study of coherence in writing, there also exist two 
different opinions: text-based coherence and reader-based coherence. The former 
maintains that coherence is an internal feature of the text. The later, however, claims 
that coherence depends on the reader’s successful processing of the information. (Ann 
M. Johns, 1986)  
 
Despite the fact that the reader’s role has been emphasized, especially recently, in 
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